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Chapter 1: Introduction

It is very important for a scene designer and a scene painter to have a good visual reference, such
as a scenic morgue, when they start to research a production. Research helps the designer and scenic
painter understand the ideas of structure, style, color, scale, historical period and different forms of
architecture. Researching each new show helps the designer learn about the characteristics of textures
and surfaces and how light affects scenic elements. A scenic morgue is a collection of visual research
categorized by textures, historical period, architectural styles, etc. It is a vessel to see and understand
the importance of doing research and creating scenic art for theatrical productions. The morgue is a vital
source of information because it provides a point of reference to the designer and the scene painter.
Knowing what you are painting and having a good photographic source for rendering is the best way to
start. I have always said: “You cannot paint what you cannot see”. Understanding the specific theatrical
production that is being produced and doing further research in style and period will help you collect
information for a useful scenic morgue to paint or design the show. The morgue will then enable you to
have the information and vital visual references at your fingertips.
According to J. Michael Gillette in his book Theatrical Design and Production, there are seven
distinct phases in the design process for designing sets, costumes, and lights. They are commitment,
analysis, research, incubation, selection, implementation and evaluation. (Gillette 19) While all of these
are important, this thesis is going to concentrate on the importance of the collection of research.
When a scene designer or painter begins to do research, there are four elements they must
already have in mind. The first element, of course, is the play, musical, or the type of show which is
going to be performed. Each type of production will have its own approach to a design. The second
element is the playwright‟s intentions. It is important to understand the plot and historical period of the
play through the eyes of the playwright. The third element is the director‟s concept/vision or style that
1

the production is going to adapt, or follow. For example, is the production going to be represented in the
Greek style, Realism, Absurdism, Futurism or a collection of all? Directors vary on how in depth they
choose to follow a concept for each production. Most directors that I have worked with have a clear
mental image of precisely what they want for their production ranging from a completely original
approach to an adaptation of an existing production to following production notes. The designer can
help influence the decisions on style through his research, knowledge and work experience.

The

director and designer will each bring their own approach to a production. Through collaboration, they
will decide on the finished product. The designer may have designed the production previously for a
different director. He may have remembered ideas from seeing the show elsewhere. His morgue may
contain pictures or ideas that he thinks would fit this production which he can „sell‟ to the director. The
fourth element is the type of venue the production is going to be performed in, such as a proscenium,
thrust, arena, or black box configuration. With these four elements in mind, the designer is ready to start
research.
There are many useful and informative books available to start your research. One that I have
found helpful is Designing and Painting for the Theatre by Lynn Pecktal (1975), where he states that:
The successful designer uses some form of research when he is developing his designs,
something from his earlier experience or perhaps material collected for the production at hand.
Simply looking through research material can easily refresh memory, offering many new
possibilities in the design concept. In doing research for a specific new work, most established
designers examine a great deal of source material, capture the essence, and then through their
own individual style and theatricality incorporate it into the stage designs. (Pecktal 115)
Do the research, study the material and see what has been done before. Then take that idea and make it
yours by adapting it to your production.
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Another good resource is Judy Juracek, the author of several reference books on surfaces. From
her first book, Surfaces, there are two types of research: Primary and Secondary. Primary research is
considered the firsthand account of what you are researching. This could be the visual and possibly
physical interaction with what the designer and or painter is getting ready to reproduce on stage. If the
painter is going to paint bricks, then it might be a good idea for the painter to personally examine a brick
wall. Secondary research would be pictures of the primary research. Primary research gives the
individual more information than the secondary and is preferred, but is not always accessible. A good
source of secondary research is a scenic morgue. The morgues can, and more often than not will,
contain pictures of primary research. (Juracek 11)
The sources of research are all around you and seemingly endless. A few examples are libraries,
museums, art books, the internet, friends, family, people with knowledge of the time and a personal
morgue. The last few are the best place to start, because these resources are considered primary research
and should be more accurate. A good example that speaks of the importance of research for specific
painting techniques is Susan Crabtree‟s book, Scenic Art for the Theatre. While speaking of the detailed
painting technique Trompe l‟oeil painting, she says:
Studying the work of the master artists will help you polish your Tromp l‟oeil skills. But the
main skill involved in Trompe l‟oeil is that of seeing. You cannot paint an illusion of a thing
unless you understand the real life elements that you are trying to paint a representation of. (sic)
Seeing is one of the most important skills of a scenic artist. Learn how to see the world, not just
passively look at it. As you hone your skills as a scenic artist, the entire world will become your
instructor. Every form, vista, and edifice will have something to teach you about structure and
the effect of light upon it. (Crabtree 324)
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While Crabtree was writing specifically about Trompe l‟oeil, she could be referring to any visual aspect
of any production. Thus, research can also include the room you are in, the neighborhood, buildings
nearby or the great outdoors.
After discussing the need for background and support material for scene painting, the artist can
look into the evolution of scenery through the ages and how it affects the needs of the production.
Reviewing theatre history, art and scene painting techniques will provide the designer and painter with
an in depth knowledge of a variety of styles leading to the look of the final outcome for their
productions. A designer can use their research to create a scenic morgue to help develop his own style
of designing and painting. History will only teach so much; experience will teach the rest.
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Chapter 2: Scene Painting History

The evolution of scene painting follows the requirement of the style of the production, the venue,
the needs of the director and the audience. The need for specific painting techniques and styles changes
according to the need of theatrical performances throughout the different time periods but the need for
research did not. Toward the end of the 1800‟s, it was the audience‟s craving for realism that changed
or lessened the role of the scene painter to a production. The scene painter‟s craft hit its height during
the Romantic period and has been evolving ever since as different scenery styles become popular.
Scene painting has been around since the Greeks (5 th century B.C.). In the early years of the
Greek theatre, they built their theatres into hillsides for good acoustics and the natural back drop. The
geography served as their scenery and backdrop for their productions. Later, they built a skene or stage
house which was a building that framed out the back of the stage and had many functions. One of the
functions of the skene was to be used as a backdrop for the different productions.

This was

accomplished with the use of a periaktoi, which is a three-sided set piece that has a different scene on
each side.

Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, a Roman architect who documented the history of Greek

architecture with The Ten Books of Architecture, said each side represented one of these scenes: comic,
tragic, and satiric. Another type of scenic element which the Greeks used for painted scenery was the
pinakes. A pinakes was a simple flat used to change the façade of the skene.
There has long been an argument over who was the inventor of scene painting. According to
Vitruvius, Aeschylus was the inventor of scene painting, while Aristotle, the author of the Poetics, gives
the honor to Sophocles. (Crabtree 363)

Agatharchos, a Greek painter from the second half of the 5 th

century B.C., is given the credit for being the first scene painter to paint buildings on flat surfaces using
perspective drawings according to Vitruvius. (Brockett 7) Two more remarkable Greek painters from
about 400 B.C. were Zeuxis and Parrihasius. Their art work was painted on mosaics and frescoes.
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Zeuxis was noted for painting realistic grapes which birds would try to eat. Parrihasius was known for
his realistic paintings of draperies and curtains. This style of painting was used to decorate interiors of
houses, and was known as illusionary art. (Battersby 9) It was also the influence for the development of
the Trompe l‟oeil style of painting.
The Greeks were also known for using perspective in their painting to create depth and realistic
effects, but it was not until the Italian Renaissance (1450 - 1550), when the use of perspective was used
to lay out the design, that scene painting started to become a popular stage decorating technique. Filippo
Bronelleschi, a Florentine artist and architect, discovered the principle and practice of linear perspective
in 1425. This, “discovery gave the artist a system with which the visual world could be scientifically
measured and drawn.” (Crabtree, 363) The Renaissance scene painting used this knowledge to create
beautiful scenery.
During the Renaissance period, false perspective was created. This painting technique gave the
scenery a three-dimensional appearance. The scenery gave the stage the appearance that it is deeper
than it is. With false perspective, the stage is raked. That is, the stage is lower on the edge closest to the
audience and higher at the back edge furthest from the audience. This helps to create the illusion that
those items on the set are further away than they really are. The backdrops and sets for the productions
of the time were large and showed specific scenes according to the different productions of the time
such as operas and masques. One Renaissance style of painting was to draw in the very detailed
perspective drawing and then fill it in with the use of color washes so that the drawing was still visible.
During the Renaissance period, Vitruvius‟s The Ten Books on Architecture was first translated
and printed for the first time in 1486. Vitruvius‟s book was an important part of research for the scene
designer and painters. The books contained perspective drawings of the Roman era and theories of
theatrical designing. This was important to support the revival of Classical Theatre. Another source of
research during this period is Architettura, which was published in 1545. This is the first book to cover
6

theatre design after Vitruvius‟s books. Architettura was written by Sebastiano Serlio, who was an
architect and architectural decorator.
During the Baroque period (1600 - 1800) scene painting and design flourished with new painting
techniques and the inventions of scenic elements. The paintings became realistic with the use of
shadows and highlights (chiaroscuro) and more complex perspective. The opera of the period developed
the need to create more sophisticated stage decorations, the need for multiple scenes, the development of
mechanized scenic movement and the expansion of theatre architecture. The proscenium arch was taller
and the stages were deeper to support the larger sizes of the sets. The sets were two-dimensional
scenery that were painted on flat panels; these were used by designers such as Giovanni Battista Aleotti,
who also designed the Teatro Farnese in Parma, Italy and Inigo Jones, who brought Italian style of
architecture to England. (Crabtree 380, 387) Inigo Jones designed costumes, sets and special effects for
masques written by Ben Jonson.

The masques were staged events to celebrate the royalty and

aristocracy of the 1600s and 1700s. The sets and costumes for the masques were very elaborate with
many decorations and jewels. (Simonson 22)
Giacomo Torelli, who was a student of Aleotti, created new technical devices for moving
scenery during scene changes. One device was called the chariot and pole system. This system
consisted of slots in the stage floor where the panel sat on carriers under the stage. All of the carriers
were hooked up to a central winch and could be operated by one person. (Brockett 92, 93) This system
was used by the Bibiena Family who were some of the stage designers and painters of the time. The
Bibienas broke up the symmetry of the traditional perspective by adding layers of architectural elements
which contained arches that the actors could walk through. The Bibiena‟s family scene painting reign
lasted over one hundred years from the mid-17th century until the end of the 18th century. (Crabtree, 381)
In the 18th century, two painters explored how lighting interacted with scenery and how this
could create vivid atmospheric stage effects: Philip de Loutherbourg, an English scene designer and
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painter and Jean Nicholas Servandoni, a French scene designer and painter who worked with lighting
and stage scenery, mixing of paint and controlled lighting. Both artists recreated daylight with cast
shadows, moon light, clouds passing in front of the moon, sunsets and variety in time of day or night.
They used colored transparent silks to achieve these effects. Servandoni understood light and illusion
better than anyone else of the time. He created life-like surfaces by layering the paints like a watercolor
painting over perspective drawings. He painted realistic marble, stone and precious metal, which was
one of his many gifts. Servandoni‟s style of scene painting was Tromp l‟oeil, which used highlights and
shadows to create a realistic background. This technique worked well with the artificial lighting of the
time, which was the Argand gas lamp. The Argand lamp was invented by a Swiss chemist Amie
Argand. The lamp provided a bright light that did not create smoke or odor. (Brockett 181) The Argand
lamp was preferred over the new electric light of the time because the gas light was soft and enhanced
the look of the scene painting, while electric lighting unmasked poor painting skills.
Trompe l‟oeil painting technique has been around since the Greeks; however, at the time, it was
called illusionary art.

Illusionary art died out during the Dark Ages and was reborn during the

Renaissance period as Trompe l‟oeil, also known as „trick the eye‟. The Renaissance painters used the
technique of perspective in their paintings to create more of a three dimensional illusion. There are four
styles of Trompe l‟oeil paintings. In the first, objects are painted on top of a painted surface that looks
like marble, stone, and wood. The second is where the wall disappears and is replaced with a realistic
painting of a great vista. The third style adds painted architectural elements such as columns to frame
the second style. The forth type of Trompe l‟oeil is where the objects in the painting appear real and the
objects create the three dimensional illusion of coming out of the painting. In this case the backgrounds
are normally dark. (Battersby 10, 11)
In 1787, Robert Barker invented the Panorama, a large and highly realistic painting of landscapes
or cityscapes. These painting were usually placed in the interior of circular buildings. (Brockett 168) In
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1822, Louis J. M. Daguerre and Charles Bouton invented the Diorama. Daguerre is also credited for
developing photography. (Brockett 168) Dioramas are large drops that used transparencies and layers of
paint surfaces to create more realism than the Panoramas. Both gave their audience the experience of
different scenes from around the world. The scene painter was sent out abroad to do research. The
artist‟s research was primary because they would travel to different locations around the world and
sketch some basic drawings of the actual scenery. The Grieves device, invented by John Henderson
Grieves, made the Diaroma more effective by moving the scene across the stage through the use of a
large roller which the drops were rolled onto and then pulled across the stage. The subject of the
Dioramas varied from large battle scenes to a trip to Niagara Falls, the Nile, Belgium, France, Ireland,
Constantinople and St. Petersburg. Two-dimensional cut outs, lighting effects and fog were used to
enhance the depth of the stage and create a realistic environment. This period was the high point of the
scenic artist and the audience, because it provided invaluable experiences and knowledge of unknown
places. It was considered the newscast of the day. Additionally, the Diaromas created many jobs for the
scene painter due to the popularity of this scenic creation. (Crabtree 395, 396)
In America during the 19th century, the Diorama was popular for the same reason as in Europe.
The Diorama gave the audience a view of the unexplored west and battle scenes from the Civil War.
Toward the end of this century, cycloramas became another scenic element for storytelling. Cycloramas
were large paintings that covered the interior of circular rooms. The audience could stand in the center
of the room and get a 360 degree view of these paintings. The experience of viewing the cycloramas
was enhanced with the use of three-dimensional scenic elements and lighting that was both natural
through sky lights and controlled interior lighting.
Theatres in America eventually invested in generic scenery that could be used for any
production. All-purpose scenery consisted of European cities, a prison, palace, village, mountain pass
and forest. This generic scenery was used for theatre, operas and Fraternal Organizations such as the
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Scottish Rites of Free Masonry. The Masons have elaborate theatres with a large collection of scenery
for the use in any of their rituals. There are many Scottish Rite temples and theatres across the United
States. The El Paso Texas local chapter‟s theatre was built in 1920. According to Nicholas Quarm, who
is the Building and Theatre Manager of the El Paso Scottish Rite Theater, the drops that they have in
their theatre were purchased in 1946 from the San Antonio chapters. They have around eighty-three
pieces of scenery hanging in the theatre. The drops range from Egyptian scenes to forest and quarries.
The drops have matching legs and borders to help frame out the different drops. Even though the drops
seem generic to the public, they are very specific to the thirty-two different rituals that are performed.
By the end of the 19th century, the art and science of the traditional perspective scenery came to
an end with the rise of realism in stage productions. This was helped by advances in lighting control
which allowed more naturalistic looks. The raked stage and grooved floor was removed to create a bare
wooden stage, where scenery could be rearranged to suit the new type of production. This change was
originally made at the Booth Theatre in New York by Charles W. Witham, a free-lance scenic artist.
(Crabtree 408) The plays of the Realism era established realistic three-dimensional scenery. Drops
were replaced with realistic box sets. The box set has been around since the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The box set was used in Austria during the nineteenth century to depict the realistic life of
peasants. They were known to stack the sets to represent the rooms in a two story house. The box set
did not become popular until the last quarter of the nineteenth century. (Brockett 175-176) Box sets
consist of three walls, with the forth wall of the box being the audience. These plays represented a slice
of real life where the box sets became the rooms of everyday life. All of the architecture was three
dimensional with real molding used to case the doors and actual crown molding. Everything had to be
authentic. Two-dimensional scenery was still being used in musical, ballets, operas, and on vaudeville.
Modern day designers continue to explore new ways of creating scenery. Sets for contemporary
productions have used such things as projected scenery, computer-aided scene painting printers and
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large vinyl drops. On a smaller scale, scene painting will always be around. The area where large scene
painting tasks are still appreciated is seen in museums, Las Vegas Casino stage shows, Broadway shows,
musicals, opera, ballets and theme parks. Throughout history the one thing that remains important to all
productions is the need for research to complete the production in the style requested by the playwright,
director, and designers.
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Chapter 3: Scenic Morgue

As the scene designer and painter emerged into the world of historical knowledge as dictated by
the production, the artist must now continue with their in-depth investigation through the creation and
use of a scenic morgue. A morgue in this case is a collection of pictures and research. In many cases
there is no logic as to what is in the morgue; it could be anything that the designer finds interesting. In
my case, it is a collection of different pictures of textures such as bricks, rocks, trees, marble and so on.
A scenic morgue is research at your figure tips. A personal scenic morgue is a collection of
pictures, photographs and clippings that a painter and scenic artist thinks will be useful and important.
This collection of pictures is a unique form of research that is going to be different for each designer; no
two designer‟s morgues are going to be the same. Each designer has different interests and needs, so
their morgues are going to include pictures and ideas of what is important to them and what they think
will be useful at some point. A morgue can include theatrical and historical pictures that cover time
periods and styles, represent color, reflect how light affects certain scenic elements, show the different
characteristics of textures and surfaces and display different forms of architecture.
A scenic morgue is important to a designer and a scenic artist because it can provide a life time
of visual references. For instance, my morgue consists of pictures that I took during my personal trips
and specific research outings. If I choose to use these photos, then the research is more meaningful
because I was there. In his book Designing and Painting for the Theatre, Lynn Pecktal, (1975) supports
the statement of how a scenic designer must have a morgue to support their creativity: “Every seasoned
theatre designer harbors a research collection of some sort, and many are extensive and complete. The
diversity ranges from splendid art books to the National Geographic magazines and random pages of
interesting subjects clipped from such publications as Holiday magazine, neatly filed.
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A tightly

organized collection is always helpful, since it allows the designer to lay his hands on what he wants
immediately.” (Pecktal 116) You never know when a collection of pictures can come in handy.
In the Fall of 2009, the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) Dinner Theatre staged the
production of Rent, which takes place in Greenwich Village in New York. The architectural style of the
area is Georgian. The Brown Stone houses are three stories with the windows getting smaller as they go
up and the front doors are large. My wife and I spent the previous summer in the United Kingdom
where we were surrounded by Georgian Architecture. The pictures that I took and the experience of
being there proved to be very helpful and meaningful as a starting point in my research for the
production of Rent. The primary visual research of seeing the actual size and color of the bricks and the
architectural style of the buildings gave me the insight for the painting of the set.
One of the scenes from the UTEP Dinner Theatre production of Music Man required a backdrop
with a field of corn. My research for painting the corn drop came from pictures that I took in Las Vegas
while I was at the United State Institute of Theatre Technology convention which was held at the MGM
Grand Hotel. In the lobby was a display of Dorothy and the Wizard of OZ. The display was surrounded
by well-made fake corn. I took many pictures and I was able to use them as resource when I got back to
El Paso.
A couple of years ago, I was assigned the task of rebuilding and painting the scenery for Viva
Los Niños. This is an annual event staged at the Ysleta School District‟s Fine Arts complex. The
complex includes an outside stage where the production is produced. The scenery consists of four
wagons with two sided flats mounted to them. Two wagons were for act one and two were for act two.
They served two purposes, the first being to provide the scenery for the specific segments of the show.
The show is broken down into four scenes: Indians, Mexicans, Spanish, and Cowboy, with an
introduction song and dance and a finale. The second purpose was to hide the entrance to the crossover
backstage. The challenge came when the director wanted a different scene for the introduction that
13

would overlap the existing set and hide the other scenes. This was accomplished by adding a masking
flat to cover the Indian scene. It was decided that the masking flat had to blend into the rock walls of the
theatre. For the research, I spent some time taking pictures and analyzing the texture of the rock wall at
the theatre and elsewhere. I was able to recreate the rock walls on the masking flats. With the help of
good research, the flat worked quite well.
A visual morgue contains pictures that can be from photographs, magazines, newspapers,
drawings, art work of the period and the internet. The collections of pictures are going to be unique to
that designer because of the way that individual thinks and how they view their research. The morgue
very well could reflect what the designer thinks is important and reflect their style of design. They
contain possible ideas that may someday be used for a set, drop, costume or makeup.
The scenic morgue provides the designer and painter with all types of information such as
historical period, style, architectural structure, line, color, texture and size, anything that will give them
some ideas for future projects. I find it helpful to come up with questions about the historical period,
styles, and the elements of designs before looking through the morgue. Let the pictures of the morgue
and the research, answer your questions. Know what you are looking for, but keep your mind open for
new ideas too.
It is important to have a good understanding of the time period for each production on which you
have been working. It also helps to understand the period before and how they might have had an
impact on the period that you are researching. Just because a play is written to take place in one time
period does not mean that the scenery used will reflect that period and not the period before. In studying
the period, know the style of the play and the architecture and how they work together. The morgue can
show the designer specific architectural styles for specific historical periods. The morgue and the
research is also helpful if the play is set in a different historical period than written. The director and
production team can choose to set the play in any time and place.
14

Before starting the research, it is important to fully understand the intentions of the playwright
and director.

The designers and painters need to know the era and style that will used for the

production. Once that is established, then the visual research can begin. In the case of Realism,
Absurdism and Naturalism, etc., primary research is definitely important because being able to feel and
observe how things really are increases the ability to recreate the effect you want on stage. If primary
research cannot be done, then the pictures from a morgue are the second best option. For Theatricalism
and Cartoonism, etc., secondary research may be the best option. The scene painter may reference
photos of previously staged productions, comic book art and children‟s books. It can be good to know
what style you are looking for before you start your research.
Looking for the proper architectural style for a specific production is significant to the design of
the set. The architectural structure needs to coincide with the style and concept of the designer and the
director. This is where good research comes into play. Finding and adding to the morgue creates more
visual vocabulary. With resources such as a personal scenic morgue, the designer has research at their
disposal. It is important to ask yourself questions when researching architecture for different historical
periods. What do the buildings look like? What were they made of? What type of columns might have
been used? Why did they choose this type of architecture? What did the doors and window look like?
What original colors were used? What was the social class that occupied these structures? Do these
pictures match the style that the playwright and director intend? What are the textures? All of these
questions are important in analyzing research.
How do you see a picture? What elements must the scenic artist analyze while contemplating an
image? What elements can be found in the scene designer‟s morgue and or research that will guide
them through the design process? Possessing a good understanding of certain elements of design (line,
scale, color, surfaces, and light) may helps the artist to visualize specific images and lead to the
composition of the intended theatrical design.
15

Line is the element of design which defines the form of the objects that we paint. Lines can be
thick, thin, straight or curvy. Line can suggest a shape or be the shape. Line helps distinguish the
difference between styles. For example, the lines for a Victorian style house create a very ornate façade
with curved lines while the lines for a Colonial style house are straighter and not as ornate. Another
example is the difference between Greek columns. Doric columns are created with straight lines and the
headers are simple where as the Ionic columns have some curves and the Corinthian columns header is
created with curved lines making it the more ornate column of the three.
Scale is element of design that relates to the size of the scenic elements and how they relate to
the actor. For example, the designer for Alice in Wonderland is going to make the set pieces extremely
large so that it appears Alice is shrinking. Researching the scale of the scenic elements is essential for
determining on how it is going to be viewed on stage. Having a scenic morgue allows you to study the
different surfaces, and architectural characteristics for the proper proportions and how the set will look
on stage. What is the actual size of the items you are painting? The scale can be theatrical for a
production of Alice in Wonderland or more realistic for a production of The Diary of Anne Frank.
In designing and painting for the theatre, color has two meanings. The first is a substance of
pigment that creates paint; the second is the emotion an atmospheres created by the use of different hues.
Colors, as pigments, are broken down into two basic sets: primary and secondary colors. The primary
colors in pigment are yellow, red and blue. Primary colors cannot be created from any other colors. The
secondary colors are orange, purple and green. Secondary colors are created by mixing two primary
colors together. All these colors together create the color wheel. When all the colors are mixed
together, theory tells us, they create black. But, reality tells us they create an ugly brown. The
complementary colors are the colors that are across the color wheel from each other. For example, the
complementary color of red is green. These colors, if mixed, will create the black or ugly brown. This
is important to know for a couple of reasons. The complementary colors create contrast, which helps
16

create visual interest on stage. The second important role complementary colors play is the creation of
shadows. If we are painting a red vase and I wanted to shade the side of the vase that is not getting the
direct light, then I would add green paint to the red paint to darken up the paint to create my shadow side
of the vase. The complementary color darkens the first color, but still allows the richness of the first
color to come through. If you add black to the original color, it will darken the color, but it will also
grey out the color, and you lose the richness of the color. The same technique works with bricks. If you
are painting red bricks (see Chapter 4), then add green to the red to create the shadow line color for the
bricks. It takes time and experience, but once you have a good understanding how color mixing works
than it makes your job as a scene painter much easier.
Pictures give us a great sense of what colors are appropriate with different textures and scenic
elements. Pictures give the painter an idea of what colors would look more realistic and natural or might
give the painter the idea to do something different. Color can also be used to create emotion and
atmosphere on stage. For example, if red is used on stage it is apt to create an emotion such as anger and
an evil atmosphere. Brighter colors such as a light blue might create a happy emotion and atmosphere.
By using different colors on stage the scene designer has the ability to create emotion and atmosphere
onstage. If done correctly, the designer can help control the emotions of the audience.
Scene designers and painters are always looking for good source material for surfaces and
textures. Examples include: pictures of bricks, rocks, marble, wood, and draperies. Every surface is
made up of different textures; some might be rough, like bricks and rocks, or smooth, such as marble
and fabric. From these resources the painter can determine what type of painting techniques they should
use to create the texture of that surface. What type of texture do certain surfaces have? It can be
determined by looking at pictures or experiencing the actual elements.
It is very important for a scene designer and painter to be aware of how light interacts with the
structures and textures they are designing or painting. Lighting plays a big role on how the design and
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painting is perceived. To create a three-dimensional effect in painting, the scene painter0 must have a
good understanding of how light interacts with the objects they are painting. What is the light source?
Where is this light source coming from? Does the light reflect off of the surface? Does the source
create a shadow of the object? Does the source create highlights? How does light interact with different
types of surfaces? When painting scenery, it is important to consider under which type of light source
the painting is being done. The scenery is going to look different if it is being painted under fluorescent
lighting and then shown under theatrical lighting with colored gels. It is important to work with the
lighting designer, so that the color choices enhance the outcome of the painted scenery not hinder it.
The scene designer must have a concept and style of what the production is going to represent,
but the scenic morgue can help the designer come up with ideas by going through pictures. Research,
using a well stocked morgue, can help the designer choose the type of line, the scale, the color, the type
of surfaces, and the light source for the production. Sometimes a scenic artist and designer need to sort
through pictures just to get ideas. These ideas can influence the style of the production, the architecture,
and the elements of design.
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Chapter 4: The Scene Painter’s Use of the Pictures in a Scenic Morgue

Every show and production is different and the set needs change from production to production.
A ballet, opera, or a musical are more apt to use two-dimensional scenery, such as backdrops, because of
numerous scenes and large casts. A play, on the other hand, can sometimes get away with one location,
that can be created with a three-dimensional approach.
What is the look, from the audience point of view, and how much detail and how elaborate does
the detail have to be? We need to paint with our audience in mind. What is the type of performance
space? Is it a Proscenium, Thrust, Arena or Black Box? How far away is the audience sitting? For
instance, if you were painting a set for a small black box theatre, the detail would be finer than if the
stage was in a football stadium where the detail would be much broader. The scene painter needs to
interpret how the research will look to the audience.
Texturing techniques, which are discussed in the next section, also change depending on the
distance from the stage to the audience. For instance, a spattering technique can be very fine for small
stage spaces and very large for bigger spaces and the same is true for dry brushing and general brush
strokes. A scenic artist uses a variety of tools from start to finish for every project. They start with tools
to lay-out the project. Like any other task, recreating the designers drawing requires several specific
tools and devices. These include a bamboo stick, tape measure, flogger, straight edge, chalk line, over
head projector or a computer and a projector. A bamboo stick is a great tool to help the person laying out
the design. The bamboo stick can be adapted to hold a piece of chalk, charcoal or a paint brush. With
some practice, a painter can draw and paint in a standing position so that they do not need to get on their
knees. A tape measure comes in an array of different sizes and shapes. Be aware that cheap tape
measures are not always accurate. Find one that is comfortable for you. A flogger is made of one to two
inch strands of muslin about two and a half feet long. The muslin strands are taped to a handle made
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from a stick of wood. A flogger is used to erase and remove excess charcoal and chalk by slapping the
surface of the drop or flat. A straight edge could be a metal ruler or a yard stick or any length piece of
flat metal. Metal is preferred over wood since wood can warp while metal maintains a straight line.
These are used for drawing straight lines. A chalk line is used for snapping long lines. The chalk for the
chalk lines come in many colors but white, blue and black work the best for laying out lines on a drop.
White and black flog off the best, while blue may never be removed. An overhead projector and a
transparency provide a quick and easy way to lay-out lettering and designs. The modern day overhead
projector is a computer and digital projector. This eliminates the use of a transparency and gives the
painter the flexibility to manipulate the design as they project it on the scenery.
The technique that is used to lay-out, which is also known as cartooning, our painting projects
have not changed too much over the years. Several devices are used for drawing lines and making
marks. These include a number two lead pencil or a carpenter‟s pencil, which is a little thicker than
regular pencils, permanent marker of different thickness, vine charcoal and white chalk. To lay-out a
design means to reproduce the designer‟s renderings or designs onto the set pieces, such as flats and
drops. The painter layout designs depend on the detail, the size and repetition of a motif. One of the
traditional ways of achieving such an effect is to free hand the design. This method works if the design
is not too detailed or the lines are not too crucial, for example, elements of nature, such as mountains,
trees, grass, foliage and rocks. If the design has moderate detail and some perspective, then the gridding
process might be necessary. The gridding process consists of creating a grid by using a chalk line and
snapping horizontal and vertical lines every one or two feet. The grid that is laid on the drops or flats
should be proportional to the grid that lays out over the original design. After the grids are in place, it is
just a matter of transferring what is in one square of the design to the corresponding square on the drop
or flat. Once the design is drawn in with vine charcoal, then the painting can begin. The method that the
UTEP Dinner Theatre frequently uses is the technique which relies on the use of a transparency and an
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overhead projector. The design, or repetitive texture, possibly from the morgue, is copied onto a
transparency. The flats or drops are set upright or hung. The transparency is placed onto the overhead
projector and the projector projects the image which is then focused and adjusted to fit the surface which
is going to be painted. Once the image is set, then it is traced onto the desired surface. When the image
is fully traced, turn off the overhead and look for any missing lines. Repeat this process until the image
is completely duplicated. The next step is to lay the flat or drop back down and clean up any lines.
After that, the design is ready for painting. One problem to be aware of with the overhead is keystoning.
Keystoning is when the image is wider at the top than at the bottom. This can be remedied by making
sure the projector is set up as straight onto the center of the flat or drop as possible. In most cases this
means raising the projector. Another method for projecting the image is by using a computer and digital
projector. Keystoning is not a problem with the digital projector because they are equipped to handle
this by manipulating the image.
If the design is repetitive, such as wallpaper or brick, then a stencil or a pounce pattern can be
useful. A stencil is a quick way of painting all types of scenic elements and patterns. Such as: bricks,
rocks, wallpaper, lettering and graffiti. A stencil can be made out of matte board, poster board, luan or
thin Masonite. The pattern is applied with a sponge or stipple brush or sprayer. The pounce pattern
technique is an old and reliable way to layout repetitive designs. In Scene Design and Stage lighting,
Parker. Wolf and Block describe how to make and use a pounce pattern:
The pounce pattern is made by first drawing the design on a piece of brown kraft paper and then
perforating the outline with a pounce wheel. The best type of pounce wheel has a small swivelmounted perforating wheel. It works better on a padded surface, such as a blanket or fold of
canvas or velour, than on a hard tabletop of floor.
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After the design is perforated and the rough edges of the back side are lightly sanded, the paper
is laid on the canvas in the desired position. The pattern is rubbed with a pounce bag made of
thin material such as cheesecloth filled with charcoal dust. After the pouncing, the outline is
strengthened with marker (sic), as a cartooned drop, and the excess charcoal dust is flogged off.
(215)
The pounce pattern is effective when the design is going to be used again and if multiple drops of the
same design have to be painted.

Whichever layout technique is used, it is important to clean up the

drawings and flog off any unwanted chalk or charcoal. Excess chalk and charcoal gum up markers and
paint brushes.
Scene painting is the creation of an illusion for the stage. This illusion is created by good
research and different painting techniques. Each scenic element that is reproduced on stage requires a
series of different techniques starting with the prime coat to prepare the surface and ending with a
texturing coat or wash to complete the project. The prime coat is the first layer of paint that is applied
on a given surface. The prime coat has many purposes depending on what materials you are painting on,
what scenic elements you are painting and, in some cases, what you are painting over. If you are
painting on muslin, whether it is a drop or a flat, the prime coat can also be used as a sizing coat, which
is used to shrink the material to the appropriate size. The purpose of the prime coat is to prepare the
surface for painting and the color of your prime coat can vary. Some painters use white and some use
black. I prefer to use a light grey or tan depending on what scenic elements I am painting. Another
common prime coat color is called garbage paint. Garbage paint consists of whatever old paint is in the
shop that has to be used up. The paints are thrown into a five gallon bucket and mixed together with a
little water. If any mold is present in any of the paints, remove it first before adding it to the rest of the
paints. This is a great way of getting rid of old paint and preparing your surface for painting. I would
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not use garbage paint on a new drop, because painting a drop needs more care and planning. A watereddown white latex wash works better on drops to prepare the material for painting.
There are three types of base-coating techniques that I use: a one color coat, a scumble or a wet
blend. A one color coat is just that, a single color coat of paint. Some productions call for this
technique such as the show Anything Goes with its big white ship. For the most part I stay away from
this technique unless it is called for, because most textured surfaces consist of multiple colors. A
scumble base coat can be applied in two ways: smooth or textured. A scumble is the random application
of two of more colors of paints. With a smooth scumble, the colors are applied in a methodical way that
allows the colors to blend together creating a patch work of color that has a smooth or blended look.
This is a technique that is good for creating the base for marble. (see Chapter 6) A texture scumble is
also the blend of two or more colors. With this application the paint is still a patchwork of colors, but
the paint is not blended together as well. This technique is used for painting brick, rocks and the mortar
for both.
Another type of a base coat is a blend. There are two types of blends: gradated and smooth. A
gradated blend is a two or three color blend going from light to dark. An example of this would be a sky
blend, where the paint is blended from white or light blue to a darker blue.

A gradated blend is also

used to create depth such as in a fold in fabric. A smooth blend is combination of multiple colors
blending together in vertical or horizontal patterns. This method is used for as base coat for woodwork.
A two color blend of browns or grays, depending on the age of the wood, creates the realist ic base for
painting wood.
There are seven standard texturing coats that are used to create a textured effect. These texturing
techniques are the key to giving detail to a surface. The most common technique is spattering, which is
the application of a fine spray of paint, which can be applied with a brush or a sprayer. Spatter helps
break up the surface by adding fine dots of paint which gives it texture. Sponging is the second most
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common technique for creating textures. The use of a natural sponge to apply paint also helps to break
up the surface and gives the appearance of a rough surface. The key to using a sponge is to study the
sponge and use the most interesting side, which is usually the side with a collection of different size
holes. Another tip is to rotate your hand to create different patterns. Sponges are used with stencils for
creating bricks and wallpaper. Stippling is another painting technique that is used with stencils for
creating wallpaper or other designs depending on the stencil. Stippling is the process of dabbing paint
onto a surface to create texture. Stippling can be done with a sponge or a brush. The fourth technique is
the use of a feather duster, which has two different applications depending on the type of feather duster.
The first type of feather duster is one with short feathers, which is used for stippling and breaking up the
surface. The short feather duster works well to add texture to a plain wall especially if two or more
colors are used. The second type is a feather duster with longer feathers, which is used to create grass in
a field and other foliages such as ferns. Feathers can also be used to create veining for marble. Dry
brushing is a quick way of adding vertical or horizontal lines to break up the surface. This is done by
applying very little paint to a paint brush and dragging it across the surface that is being painted. Dry
brushing is a typical way of reproducing wood graining. The last two standard techniques are rag rolling
and crumpled newspapers. Both add depth and character to a wall. Rag rolling consists of taking a rag,
dipping it in paint, wringing out the excess and rolling the rag along the surface. The newspaper
crumpling technique is the opposite, in the sense that rag rolling adds paint to the surface and crumpled
newspaper takes it away. First the paint is applied and then a crumpled newspaper is applied to the
surface to remove the paint which leaves a very distinctive but random pattern on the surface. These are
seven way of creating a pattern on the surface, but they are not the only ways of reproducing textures. It
is up to the scene painter to recreate the image of their research by using and finding different
techniques. I am always looking for ways of applying paint to break up the surface and create a new
texturing technique.
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After the surface has a texture treatment, the next step is to add the detailing, which includes the
highlights, shadows, and additional washes. The highlights and shadows are the most important step in
finishing the painting, because they create the sense of depth. The type of highlight and shadow and the
consistency of paint are determined by the research which comes from the morgue and the light source
or where the light is coming from. If the light source is natural, like the sun, then the highlights and
shadows are most likely to be soft, created by using a watered-down paint, like a wash. If the light
source is a man- made source, such as a street light, then the highlights and shadows might have a hard
edge, and the paint might not be watered down at all.
The last painting technique to be used, if desired, is the application of a wash or glaze. Either
technique helps tie the painted elements together. A wash is a watered-down paint that helps age the
surface. A glaze, which creates the effect of a shinny surface, can have a gloss, or semi-gloss finish.
Glazes are more common on woodwork and marble, to give it a natural shine.
In some cases, when extreme detail is required, such as painting draperies, three-dimensional
statues or realistic landscapes, then a painting style called Trompe l‟oeil can be used. Trompe l‟oeil is a
painting technique that requires practice, advanced painting skills, the skill of knowing very well what
you are painting and the ability to truly see how light interacts with the objects you are painting.
Trompe l‟oeil‟s technique is broken down into three basic steps: the drawing, the texturing/painting and
the detailing. To create a realistic painting you start with the drawing, which has to be well detailed and,
in some cases, in perspective. The second step is to paint in the background and basic shapes of the
objects.
The third step is to add the chiaroscuro technique, which is far more than just highlights and
shadows. Chiaroscuro is the modeling and blending of the paint to create a three-dimensional object in a
two-dimensional world. Once the modeling is done, the highlights and shadows are added. These are
the basic steps, but, to create a true three-dimensional painting, it takes time and much skill.
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In theatre, there are various types of material that designers use. The selection of materials is
determined by the research, the design and, to an extent, what material is found in the scene shop or
scene storage. The selection is also affected by the budget and the skill and abilities of the construction
crew. As the Technical Director of the UTEP Dinner Theatre, I have found wood, mainly pine,
plywood, luan, Masonite, scrim and muslin to be the most common materials that we use. Each has its
own characteristics and takes paint differently.
In theatre there are several types of scenic elements that make up a scenic design, that can be
painted for a theatrical production. They are drops, scrims, flats, and platforms. Drops are panels of
muslin that are sewn together to create a large fabric surface to paint on and to recreate backgrounds for
specific scenes. A scrim is a large open weave piece of fabric which is see-through if the lighting is just
right. When a scrim is lit from the front you see the front of the scrim. When the objects behind the
scrim are lit, then the audience sees through the scrim. The scrim can be carefully painted to represent
any scene the same as you would paint on a muslin drop. The difficulty of painting a scrim is to do it in
such a way with the right paint so that you do not clog the holes. If the holes get clogged the scrim is no
longer see-through. The paint can be applied with a brush or a sprayer.
Flats, which are wood frames typically covered with muslin, are another way to create large
surfaces to paint. There are two types of flats, determined by the way the frames are made. They are
called standard flats (Broadway flats) and studio flats (Hollywood flats). A standard flat is made with a
wood frame, typically two to three inches wide lumber with the pieces laid flat on their sides and
connected together in any shape with pieces of plywood called keystones and corner blocks. A standard
flat can be covered with muslin or luan. Muslin is a one hundred percent cotton material that takes paint
really well. Luan is a wood paneling that comes in 4‟ x 8‟ and 4‟ x 10‟sheets and either 1/8” inch or
1/4” inch thickness. Luan is a good material for creating hard covered flats that also takes the paint
well. The advantages to flats are that they are light weight and can be reused over and over. A studio
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flat is constructed with 1” x 3” pine lumber but the pieces are on edge. The studio flats are covered with
luan or other plywood paneling. Studio flats can also be made from 2” x 4” pine lumber or from metal.
The advantage of studio flats is that they can be made in standard sizes and be very modular. The frame
can be recovered and used over and over. They are also light weight, if made from 1” x 3” lumber.
Another popular way of making walls for theatre is 2” x 4” stud walls such as used in house
construction. The frames are then covered with luan or another type of wood paneling. The wall can be
very heavy if the walls have to move on and off stage or be hung on battens. However, this method
makes the walls sturdier than flat walls and is especially useful if the walls are going to support working
doors and windows.
Platforms are the last type of scenic element that is used in theatre. Platforms create levels. The
frames of platforms can be made out of lumber or metal depending on the needs of the production, the
availability of materials and the knowledge and skill of the construction team. Platforms are generally
covered with three quarter inch plywood and sometimes topped with Masonite. Luan and wood panel
can be used to face the front and sides of platforms. Platforms can also be castered and used as stage
wagons for bringing set pieces on and off stage. These set pieces can consist of the walls of the set.
In my scene painting practice, I use two types of paints, household latex and theatrical acrylic
scene paint.

The Latex paint is used for painting on all types of wood and occasionally muslin

especially when it is on flats. It is readily available, inexpensive to use and it is water soluble which
makes it easy to clean up. The theatrical acrylic scene paints are an acrylic type of paint that comes in
very concentrated amounts and must be ordered from a theatrical supply house. It can be watered down
from a 1:1 ratio to a 1:15 ratio and still hold its color. The theatrical acrylic paint acts like a dye and can
be used as such. It works well for painting scrims and muslin drops because it remains safe and supple.
Using the theatrical paints makes the drops light and easy to handle, whereas painting a drop with latex
makes the drops stiff, heavy and hard to handle. The theatrical acrylic paints do not work well on wood
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and Masonite in their diluted states. It takes more paint to cover the surface and therefore is not as cost
effective as using the latex. Once the type of paint and painting technique are picked then it is time to
proceed to picking the best painting tool for the job.
Scene painting tools may consist of anything, but the fundamental tools that I use are lay- in
brushes (6”,4”,3”,2”), lining or fitch brushes (3”,2”,1 ½”, 1, ¾”, ½”, ¼”), cut brushes (3”,2”, 1 1/2” 1”,
½”) and rollers (9” and 4”). Also used are sea and synthetic wool sponges, wood graining tools, a
garden sprayer, an industrial paint sprayer, feather dusters (with short feathers and long feathers), rags,
newspapers and stencils.
Lay-in brushes are the workhorses of the theatre. These brushes can be used for priming,
scumbling, blending, edging, dry brushing and spattering. Over the years I have found that the price of
the brush does not matter and that cheap brushes work fine as long as the bristles do not fall out. Lining
brushes are used for lettering, creating lines, outlining and laying in highlights and shadows. Cut
brushes‟ primary function is for edging and creating a clean line. Rollers are the other workhorse in the
theatre. They can be used for priming, blending, scumbling and adding additional texture. Rollers are
used for painting large surfaces such as drops or walls quickly. A roller takes more experience when
used for scumbling but the end result can be achieved a lot quicker than with a brush and can often look
better. Scene painting sponges come in two types: natural sea sponges and man-made synthetic wool
sponges. The sea sponges last longer. When I buy a sponge, I study the surface carefully, looking for a
sponge that is going to give me the most interesting pattern. Sponges are used to give a surface texture
such as rocks and bricks. They are also used with stencils to create brick and wallpaper designs. A
wood graining tool is a unique tool that creates a faux wood graining pattern. This tools works by
applying a wash over an existing blended base coat then by dragging the tool through the wash it leave a
wood graining pattern. Paint sprayers come in several styles from the traditional garden sprayer,
Hudson sprayers, Pneumatic and electric industrial paint sprayers. Sprayers are useful in applying
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spatter, washes or even water to keep the paint wet so that it can be worked with longer for a better
blend. Feather dusters come in two types, with short bristly feathers or long flowing feathers. The first
type of duster is good for stippling the paint to the surface, creating a generic wallpaper design. The
second is use for creating the illusion of grass or other foliage and marble veining. Rags are used in
scene painting to create different textured surfaces such as stucco or a wall paper pattern.

The

newspaper can also be use to create stucco or a wall design, but it is used to take the paint off, not put it
on. The last common tool of a scene painter is the stencil which was previously mentioned. These tools
make up the basic tool kit of this scene painter but they are not the only ones.
These are some basic tool to recreate the design. A scene painter uses the tools and interprets the
design based on the audience relationship as well as the style and concept of the production. The
morgue establishes the criteria for each production. I am always looking for anything new that can be
used to create a different pattern. Every scene painter brings his own experience to his painting projects,
working with what he has found to be the most appropriate for the task. By studying the morgue, the
painter can determine the type of material and/or tools to use in his interpretation of the research for the
production.
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Chapter 5: Samples of a Scenic Morgue

How you organize a scenic morgue or any other morgue is entirely up to the individual. With the
use of computers it is possible to create your morgue on a computer and store it in a portable computer
storage device and take it with you. Another way is to keep a notebook, kind of like a scrap book or just
keep individual files of each category of items that are in the morgue. When it comes down to
organizing the pictures, clippings, and photographs it is up to the individual designer to figure out what
works best for him. My morgue is organized two ways. I have photos in a computer file and in a
notebook while my magazine clippings are in a folder. For me, the most effective way to view the
photos is when they are in notebooks. I categorize the pictures into three subjects: textured surfaces,
architectural elements and nature. As an example of my morgue, here are some photos from my surface
morgue. They include pictures of bricks, wood, rocks and marble.

Bricks:

Bricks from Central El Paso, TX
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Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso, TX

Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso, TX

Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso, TX
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Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso, TX

Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso, TX

Bricks from Central El Paso, TX
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Bricks from Oxford England

Bricks from Oxford England

Bricks from Ireland

33

Bricks from England

Bricks from England

34

Brick from England

Bricks from Liverpool England
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Brick from Trinity College

Bricks from Trinity College

36

Brownstone from England

Brownstone from England
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Wood:

Wooden doors from Central El Paso, TX

Wooden door from Old Mesilla, NM

38

Fallen tree from Las Cruses, NM

Wooden fence from Old Mesilla, NM

Wooden fence from Old Mesilla, NM
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Wooden planks on window from South El Paso, TX

Wooden fence from South El Paso, TX
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Wooden planks from Las Cruces, NM

Wooden fence from Old Mesilla, NM

Wooden fence from Old Mesilla, NM
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Wooden fence from Old Mesilla, NM

Wooden fence from Las Cruces, NM
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Old tree in Old Mesilla, NM

Wood Door from Old Mesilla, NM

43

Wooden door from Oxford College

Wooden door from Oxford College

44

Wooden church door from England

Wooden church door from England

45

Rocks:

Rockwall from England

Rockwall from Blarney‟s Castle

46

Stone path from England

Stone path from England

Stone path from England

47

Stone path from England

Stone path from England

Rockwall from Ireland
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Rockwall from El Paso, TX

Rockwall from Oxford College

Rockwall from Oxford College

49

Rockwall from Oxford College

Rockwall from Ireland
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Marble:

Marble entranceway from San Juan Puerto Rico

Marble entranceway from San Juan Puerto Rico

51

Marble from San Juan Puerto Rico

Marble from San Juan Puerto Rico

52

Marble columns from San Juan Puerto Rico

Marble columns from San Juan Puerto Rico

53

Marble wall from Sunland Park Mall in El Paso, TX

Marble floor from Sunland Park Mall in El Paso, TX

Marble wall from Sunland Park Mall in El Paso, TX

54

Marble wall from Sunland Park Mall in El Paso, TX

Marble slab from Home Depot

Marble slab from Home Depot
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As you can see from the photos, there are an almost infinite variety of ways to paint bricks,
wood, rocks and marble. That is why it is so important to find your source material before starting a
project. Notice the differences in size, shape, color and texture of the various elements. Notice also the
inconsistencies in all of these. All bricks from any source are not exactly the same color nor does wood
have the same graining or rocks the same shapes or marble the same veining. When these differences
are reflected in your painting, these objects become more realistic and interesting to the viewer. The
more samples you have in your morgue, the more choices and variety you have for your painting
projects; you will not be limited in your choices.
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Chapter 6: Samples of Painting Technique

I would now like to detail the processes for painting some of the most often used theatrical
scenery. These include bricks, both realistic and cartoon, wood grain, both theatrical and realistic,
rocks, both cut and rounded and marble. The methods that I am about to explain are methods that
worked for me and that I have had success with. They are not the only way to paint these theatrical
elements. The key to creating the painting that you are after is with the use of good source material that
you can find by creating a morgue.
I‟ll start with realistic bricks. These bricks can be new or old, in buildings, walls, sidewalks and
paths. The colors can be a combination of reds, oranges, browns, blues and grays.
Source Material: Bricks from the Sunset Heights area of El Paso
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Tools for the project: Brick stencil, sponges, 4” and 2” lay-in, ½” lining brushes and rollers

Step 1: Paint the surface with a prime coat, preferably a light grey or garbage paint. Garbage paint is
old leftover paint from past shows mixed together with some water. This coat will size the material and
make the surface uniform for painting.

Step 2: Add a base coat which will be a scumble or rough mixture of at least 2 colors. In this case, this
will end up being the grout, a color somewhere between that of the brick and the base for the bricks.
Brushes or rollers can be used for the scumble, depending on the size of the area being painted.
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Step 3: Use a brick stencil which you have cut to the size and pattern of the bricks. These can be large
or small, depending on your research for the project. If you are painting a large area, make more than
one stencil. Stencils can be made out of matt board; this is easier to cut than 1/8” luan but does not last
as long. The stencils will shape the image of old bricks or new bricks.

Step 4: Use at least three brick colors to sponge the brick area with the use of the stencil. Change the
order in which you apply the three colors of the bricks to give a more natural appearance. In other
words, do not always apply the same color first.
Switch the sides of the sponges used as the paint is applied so that you don‟t end up with a reoccurring
pattern.
Move the stencils as needed until you have covered the entire area to be painted as bricks. It is often
best to change out stencils to give the used ones a chance to dry so you don‟t get unwanted paint on your
project from the bottom edges of the used stencils.
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Step 5: Once the brick paint has been completed and dried, spatter the bricks with the mortar colors. A
fine spatter is preferred.

Step 6: Once the spatter has dried, the next step is to highlight the bricks. Use a lighter version of a
brick color or mortar color, such as a light grey or a pink. Do not use white as it will be too stark and
unnatural. Choose the direction the light is coming from. It can be from anywhere, but typically is from
the top left, right or center. With a fine brush (1/4”), paint the top and side edges of the bricks, which
are closest to the light source. Do not worry about keeping solid lines; highlights can be broken or
incomplete lines.
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Step 7: Once the highlights are finished, paint the shadow line. The paint for the shadow line should be
a darker version of the brick or mortar color. Paint the shadow line with a fine brush (1/4”). Paint the
bottom edge of the brick and the opposite edge from the highlight. The shadow line also does not need
to be a solid line.

Step 8: A wash can then be applied to the bricks to tie them together and to age them. The wash is a
darker color that is watered down to ten parts water to one part paint. Test wash on the side to see if it
the right consistency, not too thick or too thin. All the bricks can be washed or just a few depending on
the desired final look. If new bricks are required, then a wash might not be needed.
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Not all bricks will be realistic. At times, such as fairytales and children shows, there will be a
need for a cartoony or unrealistic brick. The process is similar to painting the other bricks:
Source material: Red painted bricks from the neighborhood

Tool for the Project: 2 - 4” lay-in brush, 3” brush for spattering, 1 lining brush

Step 1: Start with a prime coat of paint on the surface in the same manner as the realistic brick.
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Step2: For this version the brick colors, not the mortar colors, are to be scumbled together. The
scumble can be applied by brushes or rollers. The colors chosen, two or three, can be anything
you choose.

Step 3: Once the scumble paint is dry, measure for the grout lines and then snap these lines. These lines
are usually 1/2” to 1” wide. Snap the horizontal lines first and then snap, or draw, the vertical lines to
give the bricks the desired pattern. There are different types of brick patterns, so use the one your
research suggests.
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Step 4: Spatter brick colors on top of scumble. There can be one, two or three colors of spatter. Be sure
to change the direction of the spatter so patterns do not occur.

Step 5: Then we are ready to paint in the mortar lines. Use a grey color or a color that matches your
source material from you morgues.

64

Step 6: Again pick a light source and paint in the shadow for the bricks with a darker version of the
brick color.

Step 7: Then add the highlights with a lighter version of the brick color.
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Step 8: A final wash may not be necessary with the cartoon version of bricks, but could be added, if
desired.
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Another painting used in the theatre is for wood grain. A wood grain is made up of a base color
or colors, long grain or short grain, and additional textures such as knots, holes, cracks and old nails.
The first version we will look at is theatrical wood grain. This wood grain is painted with a little more
texture so that is visual from farther away. Theatrical wood grain is seen in musical comedies, fantasies
and children shows.
Source material: Wood fence from Old Mesilla NM

Tools for the project: 2 - 4” lay-in brushes, 3” brush for spattering, 2” brush, 2 - 1” lining brushes

Step1: Apply a prime coat of paint to your surface.
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Step 2: Blend two or more wood colors together. These colors come from the source material and this
creates the base colors of the wood.

Step 3: Measure and mark with a piece of charcoal to lay out the planks.
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Step 4: To create the long grain, dry brush a darker and/or lighter color through the planks.
This procedure can be done several times with multiple colors to get the desired effects.

Step 5: For additional graining such as a short grain, spatter the desired color grain on to the planks and
drag a clean brush through paint to achieve smaller grain.
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Step 6: Line the planks with either a permanent marker or a thin line with a dark paint that will show up
against the planks.

Step 7: Determine your light source and then add the highlights and shadows between planks. The
highlights get painted on the side of plank that the light source is on and the shadow gets painted on the
opposite side. The highlights and shadow lines do not have to be solid lines. The can be broken up to
create the appearance of a rough surface.

Step 8: A wash coat could be added to age the wood, if desired.
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A second version of wood grain is realistic. This type of wood grain looks more like real wood.
This method is used when the style of the play is realism or naturalism and the audience is seated close
to the stage.
Source Material: Wood fence from Old Mesilla NM

Tools for the project: 2 - 4” lay-in brushes, 1lining brush, wood graining tool

Step1: The prime coat and the lay-out of the planks is the same as for the theatrical wood grain
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Step 2: Blend the two or more wood colors together (colors come from the source material). This
creates the base colors for the wood.

Step 3: To create a realistic look, make a wash (watered down paint).
Before the wash dries, drag a wood graining tool through the wash rocking the tool back and
forth to create the desired effects.
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Step 4: Add highlights and shadows.

Step 5: (optional) Add a final wash to age the wood.
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Rocks are another painting technique and, again, there are several different types and styles.
There are two types of rock walls, cut rocks and rounded rocks. Cut rocks have sharper edges and more
texture while rounded rocks are smoother and have less texture. In both cases pick good source material
from your morgue that will show color, style, shape, and size. Rock walls are made up with a base
which is the mortar. The mortar holds the rocks together and can have no texture or great texture. We
will first look at the process for painting cut rocks.
Source material: Rock wall From Central El Paso

Tools for the project: 2 - 4” lay-in brush and a feathered 2” lay-in brush
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Step 1: Prime the surface.
Step 2: Base the surface with a scumble of at least two colors this will represent the grout or mortar
between the rocks.

Step3: Using the source material as a reference, draw in the rock with charcoal or chalk.

Step 4: Pick four to eight colors to represent the rocks (such as different shades of browns, tans and
yellows, depending on the source material)
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Step5: With one brush scumble the paint together in the rock lay-out using a stippling motion to give
the rocks texture; sponges can also be used. As you paint the rocks highlights and shadows can be
added using light and dark colors.

Step 6: (optional) Spatter the rocks to give more texture.
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Step7: (optional) Wash the rocks and mortar to age and blend them together.
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The second version of a painted rock is cartoon style rounded rocks.
Source material: Smooth stone walkway from England

Tools for this project: 2 - 4” and 2” lay-in brushes, 1 lining brushes.

Step 1: Prime the surface.
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Step 2: Scumble at least two paints together to create the mortar between the rocks.

Step 3: Using source material, lay-in the rocks.
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Step 4: Spatter the mortar to give it some texture.

Step 5: Paint the rocks by blending two or more colors together. This gives the rocks a smooth look.

Step 6: Pick the light source and add in highlights using paint that is a lighter version of the rock color.
For both the highlights and shadows, water can be added to the paints to create more of a wash, giving a
more realistic look.
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Step 7: Paint the highlights and shadows

Step 8: (optional) Paint a wash to tie the stones and mortar together.
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Another painting process often used in the theatre is for marble. I never paint marble the same
way. For the UTEP Dinner Theatre Production of La Cage Aux Folles this is the process I used.
Source material: Marble slab from Home Depot

Tools used for the project: 1 garden sprayer, 2 household sprayers, 2 – 4” lay-in brushes and 2 feathers

Step 1: Prime the surfaces with a medium grey.
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Step 2: Basecoat the surface with a scumble of two colors using rollers to create extra texture. In this
case the colors were beige and a medium blue.

Step 3: Create two washes; I used a dark blue and a medium grey. The idea for the colors came
from source material and I wanted different colors from the initial base coat.

Step 4: Put the two washes into two separate garden sprayers. Spray the two paints to create streams
across the surface, then dab the washes with a 4” lay-in brush to soften the edges. This creates some
veining.
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Step 5: When the washes are dry, it is time to create the final veining. This can be done with a small
brush, but, for this marble, I used a feather. I like to use two colors, a light and a dark. For La Cage Aux
Folles, I used beige from the base coat and the dark blue from the wash, but not as watered down. Spray
the surface with water, dip the feather into the paint, wipe off the excess paint and drag the feather
across the surface to create the desired effect. You can use the water in the sprayer to help the paint
flow naturally. Repeat this process with the other color. Follow your source material for the proper
amount of veining, patterns and spacing.

These are just a few of the theatrical elements that you will encounter when you paint scenery.
The more you research and paint for theatrical productions, the more you create your own style. There
is no wrong or right way to paint as long as you follow your research and the painting techniques that
work for the production.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

Research and good visual references are what will be useful to the designer and painter as they
start a production. Knowledge of theatrical history and the history of scene painting are also helpful.
But developing your own style through experimentation and experience is also important. A key to this
is the increase of your visual vocabulary created by building your own morgue.
A morgue is a vital source of information and research. Because an individual creates their own
morgue, the information becomes personal and is often used as primary research. My morgue is for
scene painting, but some people might want a morgue for scene design, costume design or make up
design. Whatever type of morgue you develop, it represents a lifetime of saving and sorting, research
that will prove invaluable at the right time. All scene designers and painters are different, work
differently and put differing amounts of time into their research. Taking pictures of buildings, textures
and surfaces works for me. Some people might only have time to view images on the internet.
Whatever the approach, it is the fact that research is happening. The same holds true for scene painting.
Everyone is different and everyone develops their own style of painting. The important thing is to
always keep your mind open to everything.
The research collected for the morgue has shown that designers and painters need to understand
the ideas of structure, style, color, scale and historical periods and architecture. They also need to
understand textures and surfaces and how light plays off the different surfaces. The more research done
and the bigger the morgue becomes, the more choices are available to the designers. Designers will also
gain a fuller understanding of what might work for different productions as he enters the initial
discussions with the director and production team.
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It is also important to devour the research and create something original and specific for the
production. In Lynn Pecktal‟s book Designing and Painting for the Theatre, designer Rolf Beyer tells
this story about how scene designer Donald Oenslager explained research to his student:
Go to the [National Geographic] if you want research material, but don‟t copy it. Look, digest,
and regurgitate. A student of Oenslager‟s had drawn a lamppost on a sketch and Oenslager said,
“That doesn‟t look like a lamppost.” The student replied “Well, I copied it directly from a
photograph,” and Oenslager retorted, “Never mind, you have not caught the „lampostness‟ of a
lamppost!” Beyer summed up his own feeling strongly about the play. You have to go beyond
copy. If you feel strongly about the play, you have to say it to the audience. You may abstract
an object. You may make it bigger, smaller, change color, and make it simpler. You can take
that lamppost and do all sorts of things with it – cut it out of stainless steel, paint it pink, turn it
into a musical comedy – but the audience has got to know that they are looking at a lamppost.
(Pecktal 115)
It is so easy to say this is how it has to happen, but if the research is done in both the visual and the
technique form, then we learn and grow as artists.
My philosophy is that for every show that I work on, I should learn at least two new things. The
advantage of working in theatre is that every production gives the designers and scene painters‟ new
challenges that should be embraced. Life is knowledge.
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